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“…remind us that if we cannot ‘have’ a space in the university, we must create a temporary
space- a contingent stop… It is a stop or a pause, rather than space. It has to be. We have to be
okay with being on the move. We have to abandon the seductions of belonging and settling. We
have to roll the dice for the riskier yet deeper pleasures of the rhythm of temporary shelter in a
world overwhelmingly but not totally devoted to the habits of accumulation by dispossession.”
-Sarita See, The Filipino Primitive: Accumulation and Resistance in the American
Museum (2017), 22
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PREFACE

◦
For as long as I can remember, I have questioned why there is so much violence in the
world. I was five years old when 9/11 happened. While watching the Twin Towers collapse in
New York City on the news, I remember wondering about the world beyond California for the
first time. I remember praying to God to ask what we had done so that wrong that they hated us
so much that they would purposely crash planes into buildings. As I grew older, I began to
realize that what “being different” meant might have something to do with explaining all the
violence.
Over time, I realized that being a girl and female made me vulnerable to patriarchal
disrespect. I realized that being Mexican and Filipina made it more likely I’d be Catholic. I
realized that being racially ambiguous meant that I would inevitably be asked confusing
questions. My emotional responses to remarks about my embodied existence varied depending
on how the world made sense to me at that time. I even briefly considered myself a conservative
in high school. By college, I thought I had radically pivoted politically. I started to see myself
wholly as a victim, clinging to the new words I had learned to describe my oppressor. I indicted
the white supremacist capitalist cis-hetero-patriarchy, that seemed to be everywhere and nowhere
all at once, as my enemy. At that time, I could only imagine myself, and my relationships with
others, in terms of the identities I had been born into. And I became depressed believing that the
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value of my life had already been accounted for by systems of oppression and that I had no
agency to defy their ascription and neither did anyone else. Now I recognize these beliefs as
symptomatic of the coloniality that had taken root in my being.
Zen Buddhist Zenju Earthlyn Manuel offers “the way of tenderness” to negotiate the
tensions that arise in our lives because of different embodied social identities and realities, which
can and often do clash. She explains that “the way of tenderness” is “an experiential,
non-intellectual, heartfelt acknowledgement of all embodied difference.”1 For centuries, racial
modernity has convinced us that violence done onto one another is justified because of embodied
difference. I am interested in how “the way of tenderness” can reconcile humanity. At the
beginning of each chapter, I chose to insert the ensō (circle), which represents togetherness in
Zen Buddhist tradition, as a profound reminder of our shared humanity despite systematic efforts
to convince us otherwise.

Zenju Earthlyn Manuel, The Way of Tenderness: Awakening Through Race, Sexuality, and Gender
(Wisdom Publications, 2015), 28
1
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INTRODUCTION

◦
Cultural theorist Stuart Hall teaches us that the meaning of images are not fixed. In the
modern state, our reality is transactional and relies on normative conceptual maps to make
meaning of experience. Race, along with other social identities like gender and nationality, are
organizational, classificatory systems. Racial modernity is a contingent historical event that
capitalizes on differences observed among groups of people to create legible hierarchies. In his
work with Professor Sut Jhally, Hall explains that what racial difference signifies is never static
or the same.2 Empire has deployed imagined hierarchies to rationalize the domination of time,
space and people. In the US, myths about biological difference have been institutionalized in
law. These values inform sociocultural norms, attitudes, and practices which privilege some
people and makes others disposable. In our contemporary world, the logic of racial modernity,
proliferated globally by histories of imperialism, still largely defines our reality.
In this thesis I will utilize Nelson Maldonado-Torres’ language to understand the
relationship between the US and the Philippines. This relationship is largely informed by three
types of domination imposed by the US: the coloniality of power, knowledge and being.3 Walter
Mignolo describes “coloniality” as more than the related historical projects of imperialism and

2
3

Stuart Hall, “Race- the Floating Signifier,” (Media Education Foundation: 1997)
Nelson Maldonado-Torres, “On the Coloniality of Being” (2007)
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colonialism but as “an epochal condition and an epistemological frame that binds these historical
projects to modernity in an inseverable manner.”4 Each chapter of this thesis will use a different
methodology to consider how coloniality was imparted by US intervention in the Philippines,
what has been and can be done to resist and challenge US hegemony, and what imagining the
potential of liberatory futures for colonized pasts does to advance the project of decoloniality.
The first chapter is a historical account of how racial modernity was deployed by imperial
intellectuals and institutions, otherwise “interlopers” in the Philippines, to bring Filipinos into the
purview of American power. US intervention exhibits “the interrelation among modern forms of
exploitation and domination” characteristic of the coloniality of power.5 This chapter includes
instances of resistance by Black Americans in the Philippines that challenged the reliability of
racial modernity as an organizing system to justify US power. A recollection of the history of
colonial education in the Philippines lends itself to the project of decoloniality because it indicts
the institution as a constitutive site of modernity that must be transgressed.
The second chapter analyzes the affective aesthetic of artist Manuel Ocampo. Born in the
Philippines, Ocampo’s designation as an “in-betweener” is intended to emphasis the multiplicity
of meaning available to him as a post/colonial cultural producer. The coloniality of knowledge
refers to the epistemic injustice suffered as a result of “the impact of colonization on the different
areas of knowledge production,” which persists in the lingering power of the institution to
determine what is “acceptable art.”6 The presence of Ocampo and his artwork in the museum, as

4

Pheng Cheah, “The Limits of Thinking in Decolonial Strategies,” (2006)
Maldonado-Torres, “On the Coloniality of Being”
6
Ibid.
5
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another site of constitutive modernity, provides meaningful space for spectators to pause and
consider the legacies of imperial violence recalled in the first chapter.
The third chapter addresses the coloniality of being which deals with lived realities.
Because domination is largely dependent on and informed by our embodied social identities,
what we must unlearn and learn to enable our healing will inevitably differ between people. We
must develop conceptual tools to negotiate a new understanding of shared embodiment to
liberate humanity from the domination that defines coloniality. The third chapter references a
variety of sources and thinkers, or decolonial ‘instigators,’ that exercise Zenju Earthlyn Manuel’s
suggestion for “a flexibility of perception, rather than a settling into belief” to reconcile
humanity7
These chapters are book-ended by two poems that situate this thesis’ trajectory across
different moments of time. “The White Man’s Burden,” by Rudyard Kipling (1899), is indicative
of the racist logics deployed by empire to justify domination in the Philippines at the turn of the
20th century and “For all Beings” by Earthlyn Manuel (2010) is an invitation to imagine the
world anew from an understanding of embodiment that rejects divisive coloniality and embraces
multiplicity.

7

Manuel, The Way of Tenderness, 28
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“The White Man’s Burden”
by Rudyard Kipling (1899)
Take up the White Man's burden--

The ports ye shall not enter,

Send forth the best ye breed--

The roads ye shall not tread,

Go bind your sons to exile

Go mark them with your living,

To serve your captives' need;

And mark them with your dead.

To wait in heavy harness,

Take up the White Man's burden--

On fluttered folk and wild--

And reap his old reward:

Your new-caught, sullen peoples,

The blame of those ye better,

Half-devil and half-child.

The hate of those ye guard--

Take up the White Man's burden--

The cry of hosts ye humour

In patience to abide,

(Ah, slowly!) toward the light:--

To veil the threat of terror

"Why brought he us from bondage,

And check the show of pride;

Our loved Egyptian night?"

By open speech and simple,

Take up the White Man's burden--

An hundred times made plain

Ye dare not stoop to less--

To seek another's profit,

Nor call too loud on Freedom

And work another's gain.

To cloke your weariness;

Take up the White Man's burden--

By all ye cry or whisper,

The savage wars of peace--

By all ye leave or do,

Fill full the mouth of Famine

The silent, sullen peoples

And bid the sickness cease;

Shall weigh your gods and you.

And when your goal is nearest

Take up the White Man's burden--

The end for others sought,

Have done with childish days--

Watch sloth and heathen Folly

The lightly proferred laurel,

Bring all your hopes to nought.

The easy, ungrudged praise.

Take up the White Man's burden--

Comes now, to search your manhood

No tawdry rule of kings,

Through all the thankless years

But toil of serf and sweeper--

Cold, edged with dear-bought wisdom,

The tale of common things.

The judgment of your peers.
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CHAPTER ONE
COLONIAL INTERLOPERS:
US Intervention and Education in the Philippines

◦
This chapter is a historical account and examination of how the US colonial education
system was used to interpellate Filipinos within the logic of US racial modernity. Military
violence both preceded and reinforced the installation of US domination in the Philippines,
particularly via the establishment of the Department of Education. Accounts of resistance will
also be recalled in this chapter in order to exemplify the unstable nature of racial modernity.

Comparative Racialization Strategies
Prior to the Spanish-American-Cuban-Filipino War, the Philippines was not widely
known to Americans. Rudyard Kipling’s 1899 poem, “The White Man’s Burden,” invited
Americans to turn their attention toward the Philippines. The widely popularized poem
represents an ideology that understood Filipinos as “devil” and “child.” By utilizing a rhetoric of
demonization and infantilization, Americans were able to situate Filipinos within pre-existing
racialized understandings of being. “Destiny Has Thrown the Negro and the Filipino Under the
Tutelage of America: Race and Curriculum in the Age of Empire” by Roland Sintos Coloma
explores how Filipinos were racialized by the American imaginary. He includes an apt analysis
of the widely popular political cartoon “School Begins.” Published on January 25, 1899, in

13

then-popular American political satire magazine, Puck, the cartoon addresses the repercussions
of Spanish-American War and the US annexation of Hawai’i.

The people of the Philippines, Puerto Rico, Cuba and Hawai’i, now within the purview of
US power, are seated at the front of Uncle Sam’s classroom. Their inclusion into empire
necessitated the assignment of corporeal meaning by the logic of racial modernity already in
operation domestically in the US. Coloma explains that the racialization of the ‘new students’
can be inferred by looking to the other children decorated with the visual signifiers of their
respective racial groupings: newly acquired continental states as light-skinned girls, indigenous
Americans as a boy with an upside down book off in the corner, a Chinese boy outside the
classroom at the door, and a Black boy cleaning a window in the background. Coloma explains
that the solutions used with native peoples (genocide) and Asians (exclusion) were not viable

14

options to envelop Filipinos into empire.8 Instead, Filipinos’ comparative racial formation with
Blackness served as a legible, transnational signifer of their imposed racial inferiority as
non-white, non-citizen US nationals. According to the logic of the World-Systems theory, the
hegemonic US state (made up of interlocking ideologies, institutions and individuals) represents
“the core” as a dominant capitalist county and central power of the world. The comparative racial
formation active between Black people in the US and Filipinos in the Philippines situates them
together in “the periphery” thereby reifying the superiority of “the core.”9 In the position of
teacher and soldier, some Black Americans undermined and challenged this racist imperial logic
in the Philippines- but more on that later.

Military Aggression and Resistance
US intervention in the Philippines was much more than an ideological imposition of

racial modernity to explain domination, it was a violent military campaign that murdered
hundreds of thousands of people by that same logic. As the first president of the independent
Republic of the Philippines, Emilio Aguinaldo published True Version of the Philippine
Revolution in September 1899 and dedicated it “to all civilized nations and especially to the
Great North American Republic.” Aguinaldo intended the dedication as “an act of homage and
as testimony of my admiration for and recognition of the wide knowledge, the brilliant
achievements and the great power of other nations...”10 Such a statement, given the horrific
violence, can be only interpreted as ironic reminder of the US’ own revolutionary origins.

8

Roland Sintos Coloma, “Destiny Has Thrown the Negro and the Filipino Under the Tutelage of America”:
Race and Curriculum in the Age of Empire” (2009)
9
Jeffery P. Dennis, “Women are Victims, Men Make Choices: The Invisibility of Men and Boys in the
Global Sex Trade” (2008), 12
10
Emilio Aguinaldo, True Version of the Philippine Revolution (September 1899), 1
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It was not long after the Spanish sinking of the USS Maine in February 1898 in Cuba,
that the US and Spain declared war. The American military was deployed to the Philippines, then
still a colony of Spain. The Spanish-American War was short, lasting less than four months from
the American declaration of war on April 26th to Spanish surrender on August 7, 1898.”11 The
Spanish-American War concluded with the signing of the Treaty of Paris. Despite the active
independent Filipino government led by President Aguinaldo, Spain ceded the Philippines to the
US. Aguinaldo recalls during the Conferences of the Mixed Commission held between
Americans and Filipinos in Manila from January 11-31, 1899 that Filipino Commissioners
clearly expressed the wish of the Filipino people for recognition as an independent nation.12 The
Schurman Commission, known as the First Philippine Commission, was formed to study and
make recommendations to the US government on how to proceed with incorporating the
Philippines into US Empire after the Treaty of Paris. While the commission acknowledged
Filipino aspirations for independence, the 5-person commission, led by Dr. Jacob Schurman,
determined that the Philippines was not yet ready for sovereignty.
McKinley’s policy of “benevolent assimilation” was contingent on framing Filipinos
within the logic of racial modernity as incapable of civilization without US intervention. In
reality, intervention was not benevolent- it erupted war. At least 16,000 Filipino revolutionaries
died alongside an estimated 200,000 civilians.13 Aguinaldo, while at war with the US,
proclaimed: “Loved mother, sweet mother, we are here to defend your liberty and independence
to the death! We do not want war; on the contrary, we wish for peace; but honorable peace,

Eugene Secunda and Terence P. Moran, Selling War to America: From the Spanish American War to
the Global War on Terror (2007), 17
12
Aguinaldo,True Version of the Philippine Revolution, 50
13
Secunda, Moran, Selling War to America, 19
11
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which does not make you blush nor stain your forehead with shame and confusion. And we
swear to you and promise that while America with all her power and wealth could possibly
vanquish us; killing all of us; but enslave us, never!!!”14  Aguinaldo reminds us that the violence
of US imperialism was two-fold: it occurred at the corporeal level but also at the psychic level of
coloniality.

Imperial Intellectuals and Colonial Institutions
Empowered by American educational institutions, this chapter will analyze imperial
intellectuals David Barrows and Dean Worcester and their roles in the Bureau of Education in
the Philippines as an apparatus of US hegemony. It is important to emphasize that the first
teachers to arrive in the Philippines were American soldiers. American soldiers were soon joined
by hundreds of civilian teachers from the US to set up a colonial public school system designed
to indoctrinate a rhetoric of “democracy” and “self-governance” to justify military violence.
Distinctions in preference for both jobs was quickly established: white people as more suitable
for teacher positions and Black people as more suitable for soldier positions. American teachers,
while not exclusively white but predominantly so, in the Philippines during the American Period
are known as Thomasites named after the earliest arrivals abroad the US Army Transport
Thomas.15 Their arrival in the Philippines on August 21, 1901, was a prompt response to the
Education Act of 1901 which passed earlier that year on January 21st.
Imperial agents produced “knowledge” about the meaning of embodiment to rationalize
violence enacted against non-white people globally. Dean Worcester was an American zoologist

Aguinaldo,True Version of the Philippine Revolution, 56
U. S. Embassy, Manila Public Affairs Section, To Islands Far Away: The Story of the Thomasites and
Their Journey to the Philippines (2001), 23
14
15
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educated at the University of Michigan. During his education, he partook in ornithologist Joseph
Deal Steere’s 1887-1888 zoological expedition to the Philippines. In 1890, he returned to the
islands with ornithologist Frank Swift Bourns. For two years, they collected animal specimens
for the Minnesota Academy of Natural Sciences and their sponsor, Louis F. Menage. Worcester
photographed the Philippines extensively during both of these expeditions and was able to
leverage his experiences to establish himself as an ‘authority’ on the islands with his 1898
publication Philippine Islands and their People. His ‘knowledgeability’ of the islands led
President McKinley to appoint him to both the Philippine Commission in 1899 and the second,
Philippine “Taft” Commission in 1900, which he remained a part of until 1913. He also
simultaneously served in the Insular Government as Secretary of the Interior and established
multiple agencies including the Bureau of Agriculture, Bureau of Science, Bureau of
Government Laboratories and the Bureau of Health. Worcester was instrumental developing the
image of the Filipino people disseminated to the American Homefront. Given Worcester’s
credentials as a scientist from a well-regarded institution and as a high-ranking government
official, his descriptions of Filipinos were considered credible, widely circulated and thereby
widely influential.16
Dean Worcester’s extensive photographs series from the Philippines perpetuated the
imperialist visualization of Filipinos as racially Black. The following image demonstrates this
supposed-"objective" inferiority.

16

Rodney J. Sullivan, “Exemplar of Americanism: the Philippine Career of Dean C. Worcester.” (Ann
Harbor: Michigan Papers on South and Southeast Asia, 1991)
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Worcester believed that his zoological investigations were necessary to properly administer to
the new colony because, according to Worcester, “it was obviously impossible to draft adequate
legislation for the control and civilization of many savage or barbarous people without reliable
data on which to base it, and as such data were not available, I had to get them for myself.” By
making Filipinos synonymous with Blackness, US propaganda was able to rationalize the
dehumanize of another specified group of people for its imperial project.
Worcester’s The Philippines Past and Present offers a chapter entitled “Education”
which reflects on the successes of the American public education system in the Philippines. This
primary source offers crucial insight to the conceptual framework Worcester understood during
his time in the archipelago from 1887 until his death in 1924. Published in 1913, The Philippines
Past and Present asserts that no American effort in the Philippines “is of more fundamental and
far-reaching importance” than the Bureau of Education.17

17

Dean Worcester, The Philippines Past and Present (1913), 501
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Worcester recalled that only three weeks after the first American footing on the islands
on August 12, 1898, Father W. D. McKinnon, chaplain of the first California Regiment,
supervised the opening of seven schools. In June 1899, Lieutenant George P. Anderson was
appointed City Superintendent of Schools for Manila. In May 1900, Captain Albert Todd was
made Superintendent of Public Instruction for the Philippine Islands by the active military
government. His administration initiated instruction in the English language by supplying newly
established schools with textbooks and supplies.18 Captain Todd was succeeded by Dr. Fred W.
Atkinson. Chosen by the Philippine Commission in September 1900 as the Philippines
transitioned from a military to civil government, Atkinson was given the new title of ‘Director of
Education.’19 Atkinson’s previous experience included being a Harvard graduate and a
Massachusetts high school principal.20 Atkinson envisioned a public school system in the
Philippines that was distinctly different from its Spanish predecessor- secular and practical
English education. As Director of Education, Atkinson oversaw the education of the entire
archipelago and was assisted by a board of directors and superintendents assigned to the 36
provinces. By this phase, even children in the “remotest barrios” were included in this public
education system.21 At the end of his tenure in 1902 there were about 2,000 schools and about
150,000 students; by the end of the decade, there were 4,531 schools and 451,938.22 This
dramatic increase demonstrates how the American colonial education system came to dominate
Filipino consciousness.

18

Holt, H. Educational Review, Volume 22, (Educational Review Publishing Company, New York, 1901),
218.
19
Worcester, The Philippines Past and Present, 504
20
Coloma, “Destiny”, 506
21
Ibid., 506
22
Coloma, “Destiny”, 507
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In 1906, Atkinson published a book entitled The Philippine Islands in which he traced the
racial genealogy of Filipinos from the so-called first inhabitants the “Negritos,” and describes
them as “little negroes—small, black, extremely shy, and without fixed abodes, with closely
curling hair, flat noses, thick lips, and clumsy feet.”23 Atkinson shared his racist ideology with
the next Director of Education, David Barrows. Only six years after he graduated from Pomona
College in 1894, Barrows was assigned by President of the Philippine Commission, William
Howard Taft, as the superintendent of schools for Manila and eventually served as Director of
Education from 1903-1909. He was awarded his Master’s degree in political science from UC
Berkeley in 1895 and his doctorate in anthropology from the University of Chicago in 1897.
These institutional credentials positioned him as yet another “qualified” instructor of the
American colonial project in the Philippines.24
Before his assignment to the Philippines as Director of Education, Barrows published a
syllabus in 1900 for the State Normal School of San Diego. Barrows designed the following
syllabus, entitled “Anthropology: the Nature and History of Man”, “to guide the thought and
reading of students.”

Ibid., 507
National Endowment for Humanities, "Barrows, David P. (David Prescott), 1873-1954-Biographical
History" (2012)
23
24
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Barrows cites Topinard’s articulation of the five most important racial characteristics
from Elements d’Anthripologie Generale as: “1. Nasal index; 2. Color; 3. Hair; 4. Cephalic
index; 5. stature.” He asserts that physiological actives as well as mental qualities and powers
“differ greatly” amongst the races. He explains to the reader that this syllabus recognizes “three
main and perfectly established divisions, the white or Mediterranean, the black or negro of
Africa, and Melanesia with other negroid stocks, and the Asian or Mongolian race.” He concedes
that a fourth race exists, the so-called “American race,” which he explains “will be treated
separately; under a fifth division will be discussed a variety of peoples whose connection with
other races is still quite unsettled.”25 Within the racial imaginary Barrows operated from, he lists
the “nations of the white race” to include: “Peoples of the Mediterranean basin at the dawn of

25

David Barrows, Anthropology: the Nature and History of Man (1900), 9
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history…the Hamites or the white race of North Africa…the Empire of Assyria and the conquest
of the East…the Aryan peoples…the Aryan in Iran and Indian…the Greek world…Rome and the
conquest of the Mediterranean…the Celt, the Teuton, and the Slav…the Peoples of Modern
Europe.”26 Operating under this logic of racial modernity, Barrows would go on to write the first
English-language, American colonial textbook, History of the Philippines, published in 1905.
Barrows does not diminish the relationship between the military and the Bureau of
Education, in fact he said:
“Little attempt was made at first to change the teaching or discipline, but
American teachers were engaged to commence instruction in English. As the occupation
of the Islands advanced schools were opened generally. Army officers were charged with
their oversight and enlisted men were detailed to teach English. Even during the period of
warfare probably a thousand schools were conducted by the army. The Military Governor
encouraged school work as a measure ‘calculated to pacify the people and procure and
expedite the restoration of tranquility.”
This system, Barrows observed, created “a more favorable impression of the intentions of the
US” by Filipinos.27
The

1926 edition of History of the Philippines begins by qualifying Barrows as its author

and his authority with a list of his positions held as: Professor of Political Science at University
of California, Formerly City Superintendent of Manila from 1900-1909, Chief of the Bureau of
Non-Christian Tribes of the Philippines from 1901-1903, Director of Education for the
Philippines from 1903-1909 and Former President of the University of the Philippines. Barrows
describes the purpose of the textbook as “a just depiction of the Spanish and American work in
the Philippines and of the remarkable rise in experience and social capacity of the Filipino race.”

26
27

Ibid.,14
David Barrows, History of the Philippines (1905), 286-287
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This sentiment framed Filipinos as benefitting American and Spanish intervention in the

islands. Differing from Aguinaldo’s earlier recollection of the abuses of the Spanish and
Barrows’ account in the 1905 edition- Spain is now positioned as a positive, civilizing power.
This edition is without the “strong feelings of the period succeeding the Spanish-American War”
and instead situated both Spain and the US as improvers to “the Filipino race.”29 The intention of
the textbook, as Barrows confirms, was to perpetuate the achievements of the US in the
Philippines and even more so the project of racial modernity itself.
Reynaldo C. Ileto explains in Knowing America’s Colony: A Hundred Years from the
Philippine War that Barrows’ meta-narrative posed Filipino revolutionary events of 1896-1898
as Asia’s adolescent introduction to “Progress.”30 In a chapter entitled “Progress and Revolution,
1837-1897,” Barrows asserts that the Philippine Revolution would not have occurred were it not
for "the great mistake committed by the Spaniards' in blocking ‘the further progress of the native
population.’” Essentially, Barrows believed the Philippines was finally catching up to Europe
and the so-called “modern” world. Ileto explains that Barrows superimposes a
“medieval-to-modern” timeline onto the islands and its people. He acknowledges pre-Spanish
interactions with Hindus and Chinese and comments that it was “very curious” that the Chinese
also reported “the little blacks,” probably also referring to the indigenous Aeta people. Barrows’
history accounts for a perceived accelerated acculturation of Filipinos into modernity, but still
like children, unable to enter civilization without US guidance. By doing so, Barrows was able to
emphasize a childlike naivety onto Filipinos, which inevitably results in the justification for

28

Ibid., iv
Ibid., iv
30
Reynaldo C. Ileto, “Knowing America’s Colony: A Hundred Years from the Philippine War” (University of
Hawai’i at Manoa,1999), 3
29
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American tutelage, or domination as “father” or “big brother." The comparison of Filipino
revolutionary action to the tantrums of children delegitimize their efforts.31
Filipinos who subscribed to American colonial education were rewarded by the system.
Conrado Benitez’s 1926 textbook, which shares the same title as Barrows', became the standard
recollection of history read by students in the Philippines. Together, these so-called “canons”
constitute the foundation of Filipino history and the development of “the modern Filipino
nation-state.”32 Without a doubt, Barrows’ recollection had ulterior motives to service US
imperial initiatives in Asia.33 Benitez became a Filipino-faced disseminator of American
ideology which did not challenge the inferior position of Filipinos in American racial hierarchy
but instead exalted that the "future faced by the Malay race is not a hopeless future... the
Filipinos, unlike some other peoples, are not disappearing as a race.” He credits the success of
US institutional initiatives for the improvement of Filipinos as a race. At the time, this assertion
was “confirmed" by then-contemporary ethnographers’ observations of Filipino “mental
adaptability.”34 It seems as though Benitz’s assertion that the “other people” without hope are
probably other dominated, non-white groups subjected to the extermination and exclusion
policies recalled by Coloma.

Complicated Comparisons: Comfortable Black Teachers and Defective Black
Soldiers
US imperialism in the Philippines was not only administered by white men. The history
of Black teachers’ embrace and soldiers’ rejection of their roles in the Philippines shows the
unstable nature of racial modernity. Thousands of Black teachers taught and soldiers fought for
31

Ibid., 6-7
Ileto, “Knowing America’s Colony”, 1-2
33
Ibid., iv
34
Ibid., 8
32
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the expansion of US hegemony into new spaces. What do historical examples of Black
Americans simultaneous adherence to and denouncement of empire help us to understand about
the coloniality of power? How did Black Americans in the Philippines, as teachers and soldiers,
constitute a challenge to racial modernity?
Federal policy mandated that both white and Black people be allowed as teachers in the
Philippines and required that both receive the same pay and benefits for their service. The most
notable Black teachers in the Philippines, Carter G. Woodson and John Henry Manning Butler,
reported “fair-minded race policies” that regarded Black teachers as equal to their white
Thomasite counterparts. Woodson joined in 1903 after being attracted by the substantial monthly
salary of $100, which was more than would’ve been possible in a segregated school in the US.35
Butler echoes the sentiment commonly held that: “Had the Philippines hired more Black
teachers, he added, the ‘clamor for autonomous rule’ would not be ‘so great nor insistent’
throughout the islands’” because both Black and Filipino people could “Progress” together in
modern history.36
Some Black teachers understood their position as colonial teachers within empire as an
opportunity to disrupt racial modernity's representation of non-white people as intellectually
inferior. The sentiment of current literature suggests that Black teachers generally held “an
affinity of complexion with the Filipinos” and saw the “similarity between the predicament of
the Black man in the United States and the brown man in the Philippines: both were subjects of
oppression.”37 This self-awareness of a shared coloniality was recognized as a threat by other
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American education leaders. Director of Education in the Virgin Islands, Henry C. Blair, advised
against the hiring of Black American teachers saying that: “The American trained Negro has a
sense of self-importance that renders him unfit for our purpose. White teachers from the United
States are, of course, the most desirable.”38 Black teachers with an awareness of their own
humanity threatened the success of racist iterations of empire.
A clear example of Black people’s acknowledgment of shared oppression with Filipinos
at the hands of US domination were the soldiers who chose to defect. Among the earliest
recruited from the US and deployed to the Philippines were Black men. Ultimately, about seven
thousand Black soldiers fought in the war. Still segregated, the military reported a preference for
Black soldiers, who they believed were immune to tropical diseases common to the islands. In
fact, the 7th, 8th, 9th and 10th US Volunteer Infantry were later formed in response to the
government need for soldiers “immune to tropical diseases.” When the Philippine resistance
proved stronger than officials estimated, the War Department recruited two regiments of Black
volunteers, the 48th and 49th Infantry and sent them to the Philippines in early 1900 to stay until
the official end of the war.39 Many fought domestically as “Buffalo Soldiers” against indigenous
people in the US before the Spanish American War.
The most famous of the Black soldiers to defect was a man named David Fagen. Fagen
was born around 1875 in Tampa and enlisted in the 24th Infantry, which was one of the four
Black regiments based in Tampa. By the time he arrived in the Philippines in June 1899, the
Philippine-American War had been active for four months. He came into combat with Filipino
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guerrillas in Central Luzon and reports indicate “that he had constant arguments with his
commanding officers and requested to be transferred at least three times which contributed to his
growing resentment of the Army.” On November 17, 1899 Fagen defected to join the Filipino
revolutionary army led by Aguinaldo and joined guerrilla-soldiers around Mount Arayat in
Pampanga province. After joining the revolutionary army, Fagen clashed with the US soldiers at
least eight times between August 1900 and January 1901. In his two years of service he was
promoted from first lieutenant to captain by commanding Filipino officer General Jose
Alejandrino on September 6, 1900. Fagen’s military success and elusiveness was represented by
the media of the time in both the US and the Philippines. The New York Times which displayed
his likeness on the cover and described him as a “cunning and highly skilled guerilla officer who
harassed and evaded large conventional American units.” Fagen continued to elude capture even
after Aguinaldo himself was captured. Posters began to appear and offer a reward of $600 for the
capture of Fagen “dead or alive.” As the story goes, in December 1901, a Tagalog hunter named
Anastacio Bartolome claimed he had killed Fagen after finding him with a tribe of Aetas,
indigenous Filipinos popularly referred to by American anthropologists for their “Negroid”
physical attributes. Fagen’s refusal to surrender to General Funston and instead ally with
indigenous resistance lends itself to demonstrate the instability of racial modernity.40
This chapter primarily utilized archival research to investigate how racial modernity was
deployed by the US in the Philippines. The US education system installed in the Philippines
produced colonial knowledge to justify domination. The racial inferiority of Filipinos was
framed by imperial intellectuals, like Worcester and Barrows, in terms already legible to the
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American imaginary. The chapter concludes by analyzing the role of black teachers and soldiers
in the Philippines to demonstrate the instability of conceptions of racial modernity.
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CHAPTER TWO
POST/COLONIAL IN-BETWEENERS:
Manuel Ocampo and the Transformation of Hegemony’s Visual Signifiers

◦
Art, as a system of visual signifiers, conjures an understanding of both personal and
national identity. From childhood onward, Philippines-born artist Manuel Ocampo was
fascinated by the power imbued in images and how reality is imagined through representation.41
This chapter will analyze Ocampo’s artistic oeuvre to make meaning of the affective (ie.
aesthetic) responses that his work elicits in viewers and how this reaction can be framed as a
critique of racial modernity. Today, his work represents the postmodernist disruption between
signifiers and “the signified,” the loss of distinction between subject and object, and the
simultaneous dependency on and denouncement of identity and nation to convey meaning.
I will echo Sarita Echavez See’s stylistic decision to use the solidus in ‘post/colonial’ to
indicate the unfinished business of American colonialism.42 Ocampo samples more than five
centuries of visual signifiers indicative of the multiplicities of meaning available to him as a
post/colonial “in-betweener” whose identity is globally fragmented across temporal and
geographical sites.
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The 1999 film, God is My Copilot, directed by Phillip Rodriguez, documents the then
33-year old artist and his experience coming to prominence in the 1980s. Ocampo admits in the
film that while studying art at the University of the Philippines, he “jumped on the bandwagon”
of multiculturalism popularized in the later half of the 20th century and began to produce work
about “being Filipino.” This artistic production gained him quick success after his move to Los
Angeles in 1986. By 1992, after employment at McDonald’s and PhotoHut, Ocampo was
included in the Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art’s exhibition “Helter Skelter.” Yet by
1999, after his rise to international recognition as an artist, Ocampo completely denounced
identity to be everyone’s worst enemy. This assertion acknowledges institutional
multiculturalism as a rearticulation of racial modernity and its power of to manipulate the
meaning of embodiment. And because of the proliferation of multiculturalism, critiques of the
institution can now be located within the institution itself.
In The Filipino Primitive: Accumulation and Resistance in the American Museum, Sarita
Echavez See argues that the empowerment of empire relies on the hegemony of its knowledge.
Adapting Marx’s concept of “primitive accumulation,” she argues that because the manipulation
of stolen artifacts provides the foundation of the museum, modern knowledge accumulation is
inherently capitalist, colonial and racial.43 Ocampo’s paintings exist within a specific context: the
international art world. Situated as an “in-betweener,” Ocampo’s artistic task is “to inventory the
interpellation of culture by empire.” Ocampo, as a transnational artist, contributes to the process
and production of a cultural archive that negotiates the ideological and representational dilemma
of post/colonialism. His paintings rely on the tension between understandings of ascriptive
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colonial and assertive post/colonial identity and nation by indiscriminately juxtaposing and
incorporating visual signifiers. Therefore, Ocampo is importantly situated to produce artworks
that inevitably both reify and challenge the museum, and by extension the ‘art world’ itself, as a
constitutive site of the coloniality of knowledge.
Ocampo’s particular positionality as an internationally recognized artist allows for an
assertive power of self-making previously denied by the ascriptive power hegemony to someone
who otherwise shares the same identity. For example, Museum of Contemporary Art and
Design’s curator, Joselina Cruz, selected Ocampo to represent the Philippines alongside fellow
Philippines-born artist, Lani Maestro, at the 2017 Venice Biennale. In her curatorial statement,
Cruz explains that both Ocampo and Maestro “are deeply involved with their experiences as
immigrants or citizens of a new diaspora that reflect a globalized subjectivity that characterizes
our times.”44 As an exhibit, The Spectre of Comparison provides keys to understand the
multiplicity of meaning available to diasporic, post/colonial cultural producers that exemplify a
continued entanglement with the remnants of empire. As the title of the Venice Biennale exhibit
suggests, the visual remnants of empire are like ghosts which linger long after domination and
continue to inform notions of difference understood by modernity.
This exhibit was the country’s second return since 2015 to the Biennale after a 51-year
absence. Ocampo produced “Torta Imperiales” for the Biennale and sampled earlier works from
the 1990’s: “Creme de la Creme,” “Cooks in the Kitchen” (1993/1997) and “Twelfth Station”
(1994). The gargantuan artwork entitled “Torta Imperiales I and II” is sandwiches eight canvases
together on either side of the exhibit’s doorway.
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Each canvases towers at nearly 20 feet tall and 13 feet and references everything from Goya to
Skeletor to Grant Hamilton’s cartoon “The Filipino’s First Bath.” Yet it is impossible for viewers
to make any definitively conclusive interpretations. The sheer stature of these enormous pieces
inspire dialogue between viewers and the imagery.
The first painting on display to the right of “Torta Imperiales” is from 1994 and is
entitled “Twelfth Station” (72 inches by 60 inches).
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It features text in at least four different languages, four different depictions of the Cross, and a
roach in place of Jesus’ in the 12th Station of the Cross wielding a bloody knife and Corona beer
while secreting an ant infested, semen like substance as a boy kneels in prayer.
The second, middle painting is another older painting, “Cooks in the Kitchen,” originally
painted in 1993 and revisited in 1997.
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Unlike the previous painting, which shares the same title as the text featured in the painting, this
painting proclaims in English: “The development of abstract art/immigrant style” across the
upper canvas. Four dark skinned, nearly Black in pigment cooks prepare two light-skinned
bodies like rotisserie chicken, stuffing the bodies with dollar bills, coins, credit cards, alcohol,
and vermin while the third fair skinned body roasts on the fire like a hog.
The third painting, entitled “Creme de la Creme,” depicts seven profile portraits of men
and seven skulls inextricably but indistinguishably connected by and behind a web of intestines.
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negotiate the dilemma of representing post/coloniality now and making space for new cultural
productions to represent decolonial futures.49 Presented together as an syncretization of images,
Ocampo highlights the mutually constitutive nature of these classifications. In other words, that
the deployment of one racial conception is connected, which Ocampo represents visually with
entrails, to the maintenance of another. Ocampo’s visual assemblages challenge the established
hegemony of knowledge that functions to obscure histories of colonization by privileging
dominant epistemologies. Racial modernity is the corporeal relationship between people and
their bodies’ meaning, meaning which Hall reminds us is always in flux.
Known as “the Master of Macabre,” these artworks develop an understanding of
Ocampo’s particular post/colonial aesthetic.50 Maison argues that colonial mimicry functions to
subvert its intended imperial meaning. Maison beautifully summarizes Ocampo’s art as a
combination of the “once sacred and profane, high art and pop culture, monstrous and beautiful”
and asserts that “it is through this very transgression of standard parameters that Ocampo is able
to so adeptly convey the inherent messiness of postcolonial culture, and its propensity for
vulgarity and excess.” By mastering the imperial visual language, Ocampo’s mimicry indicts the
power of American authority in the Philippines (and by implication other colonial locations).
Maison explains that Ocampo’s decision to represent particular images in tandem with others
empties them of their meaning and represents them unpredictably so to constitute inconsistency,
contradiction and reversal.51 Ocampo’s decision to reference such an expansive imperial archive

Charles Hall, Engaging Contradictions: Theory, Politics and Methods of Activist Scholarship, (2008), 34
Maison, “Agony and Ecstasy,” 219
51
Ibid., 227
49
50

36

of knowledge and to reassert these images into the public sphere means that his artworks are
rarely fully deciphered by viewers and can incite more questions than are answered.
The effect of Ocampo’s particular post/colonial aesthetic on the viewer can be understood
using Sianne Ngai’s notion of “ugly feelings.” The negative affects described in Ugly Feelings,
such as grotesque absurdity, are active in Ocampo’s representation of post/colonial reality. The
“ugly feelings” elicited by Ocampo’s paintings function as a disruption in the act of passive
spectatorship to consider the ugliness of empire- violence, dehumanization, and genocide. See
describes that Ocampo’s “post/colonial subject paradoxically mourns the loss of the ability to
mourn. The history of the colonized turns out to be structurally melancholic, a history of lost
histories.”52 Furthermore, she observes that “the very articulation of post/colonial loss repeats the
scene of colonial violence” which undermines the possibility of imperial forgetting.53 There is a
psychosomatic link between psychic trauma and physical injury in the essence of the violence
that defines post/coloniality, or what See calls “post/colonial melancholia.” Thereby, Ocampo’s
affective aesthetic demands active engagement by the audience with the violence of empire.
Post/colonial cultural productions syncretize the experiences of many places and people.
Ocampo and Maestro agree that meaning should first be sought within self and not through the
claiming of nationhood. Yet their artworks were chosen to represent the Philippines at an
international event alongside 82 other national pavilions. Filipinx people globally are not united
in their support or condemnation of Ocampo’s work as representative of any Filipinx identity,
experience or history. Ocampo’s quote, “identity is your worst enemy,” can be read as an
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acknowledgment of the role identity has had in regulating the materiality of people’s lives based
on the value ascribed to their bodies as colonial subjects. Maison argues that “perhaps Ocampo
remains ambivalent about serving as an ethnic community spokesperson, in spite of efforts to
designate him as one” intentionally. Ocampo’s re-presentation of sampled imagery in his Spectre
of Comparison exhibit makes visible the multiple mechanisms at work in cultures that normalize
empire. See articulates that “because the American empire constitutively forgets that it is an
empire, it offers neither space nor speech for the exploration of its post/colonial cultures. For
more than a century now, America’s official policy of benevolent assimilation and its dominant
culture of imperial forgetting have made it nearly impossible for Filipino America to articulate
its history of multiple colonialisms and racial subjugations.”54 Ocampo’s art can be understood as
a space for intervention to negotiate our current post/colonial reality and assert subjectivity.
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CHAPTER THREE
DECOLONIAL INSTIGATORS:
Tools for Healing

◦
The previous two chapters have historically grounded this thesis in the circumstances of
US colonialism in the Philippines and the transnational implications of post/colonialism. Walter
Mignolo theorized that the same racist rhetoric explored in the first chapter that naturalizes
“modernity,” has a “darker side” that constantly reproduces the “coloniality” explored in the
second chapter. Formidable activist and philosopher, Grace Lee Boggs in the twilight of her life
believed that while the various, interconnected movements of the 20th century were successful in
ways to humanize society, it also had “a shadow side.” She explains that movements situated in
the US encouraged activists “to think of ourselves more as determined than as self-determining,
more as victims of “isms” (racism, sexism, capitalism, ableism) than as human beings who have
the power of choice.” Mignolo explains that in order to uncover the perverse logic underlying
modernity/coloniality (and therefore the political and economic structure of
imperialism/colonialism too), we must “consider how to decolonize the ‘mind’ and the
‘imaginary’- that is, knowledge and being.”55 The project of decoloniality is two-fold: “first, the
re-embodiment and relocation of thought in order to unmask the limited situation of modern
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knowledges and their link to coloniality, and second, another thinking that calls for plurality and
intercultural dialogue.”56 This chapter is a meditation on liberatory futures for colonized pasts.
Grace foresaw “a tremendous philosophical and spiritual transformation” undergone by
us all “to be awakened to a personal and compassionate recognition of the inseparable
interconnection between our minds, hearts, and bodies.” Grace situated her understanding of
physical and psychic well-being to exist “between ourselves and all the other selves in our
country and in the world.” She urged that our lives’ conviction for freedom must be “both
practical and philosophical, beyond determinism to self-determination.” Toward the end of her
life, Grace’s reflections on being human took a particularly spiritual tone:
“I think one has to believe we are not just a school of fish, of masses, we are not just
looking out for the next piece of bread, I’m not saying we don’t have physical needs, but
we are so much more than just our biological and physical needs. And these qualities can
emerge if we recognize them and nurture them. And if we are able to identify what is
happening, if we are ready to recognize, and encourage and nurture that potential- it can
grow. It’s a philosophy we have to embrace, we have to search for, we have to know that
the philosophy that we have lived by that created a lot of abundance has also
impoverished us. And that we need a very different philosophy of what it means to be a
human being and how we have a tremendous opportunity to advance our evolution to a
higher stage.”57
Her observation that while the technical revolutions of our modern era have made our lives more
convenient, it has come with the cost of dehumanization. We must nurture the “qualities” we
discover about ourselves and one another that exist outside of domination in order to
re-humanize us and bring about the change we wish to see in the world.
The 20th century and the majority of the first two decades of the 21st century have
operated under the belief that change will accompany a coherent movement with defined wants,
needs, and demands. Grace remarked that:
56
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“the next American revolution” will not be led by central leadership nor will it be bound
together by any “-ism.” Rather this “revolution” will be comprised of very diverse and
widely scattered individuals and groups connected in new ways by the Internet and other
technologies joined “at the heart by their commitment to achieving social justice,
establishing new forms of more democratic governance, and creating new ways of living
at the local level that will re-connect us with the Earth and with one another. Above all,
they are linked by their indomitable faith in our ability to create the world anew.”58
Such a re-humanization will necessitate a reconsideration of how we relate to one another
beyond the typical parameters of being inscribed by identity.
Zenju Earthlyn Manuel provides two pertinent concepts to reconcile how it is that human
life has come to be valued differently and how de-colonial thought can be embodied into action.
The first concept Manuel introduces is “the body as nature.” She explains that:
“...a path that embraces the body as nature, that looks unflinchingly at the lived
experiences that being differently embodied brings, enables us to envision a society that
reclaims its power to see and listen clearly in order to go through the chaos of changing
the familiar. Only by facing the reality of our unique subjectivities will we gain access to
our humanly divine potential to truly eliminate hatred, without the need for protests or
legislative acts, simply because we value every life. Such a path allows us to envision an
end to war and poverty because they are counter to our wellness. Only when we
fearlessly face up to ourselves will we be able to say it is time to mourn, to be still, and to
rebuild our integrity as a people. Then we will ask ourselves, ‘What have we been
taught?’”59
Through her acknowledgment of the body as nature, Manuel offers a clear invitation to exist at
the intersection of the lessons imparted by history and the promise healing offers to understand
the potential of a decolonial relationship between bodies and identities.
The second concept she offers is “multiplicity in oneness.” She explains that the idea of
“oneness” is often mistaken for notions of “we-ness” in the sense that “we are all one,” that we
are “people-ed” together. But she reminds readers that “we-ness is not reliable” as ideologies
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collide “when we discover that for many we are not part of the ‘we,’ because our differences are
unacceptable differences to them.” Manuel explains:
“Just as we have to ask ourselves ‘Who am I?’ we must ask ourselves who this ‘we’ is. It
is not enough to exchange the delusion ‘I’ for another, more appealing delusion called
‘we.’ We must not perpetuate a false sense of oneness. There is no need to work at
oneness. It already exists in nature. Eventually, we have to come home to ourselves, to
see clearly our original face, unborn to suffering, in the natural garden of oneness.”60
As a conceptual framework, the ensō embodies this oneness and invites us further into decolonial
imaginings of life beyond domination.
Mediums like fiction have become popular sites to imagine new worlds. Afrofuturism in
particular has become a widely utilized tool for imagining worlds free from systems of
domination. “The Mundane Afrofuturist Manifesto” by artist Martine Syms offers pertinent
insight into a compellingly critical practice of afrofuturist aesthetics. She explains that “‘fact’
and ‘science’ have been used throughout history to serve white supremacy” and therefore
afrofuturist narratives must “focus on an emotionally true, vernacular reality” and share a
commitment to recognize Black authority in story-telling and to root narratives “in a critique of
normative, white validation.” This approach affirms the humanity of Black people and acts as “a
laboratory for worldbuilding outside of imperialist, capitalist, white patriarchy.” Syms offers
ritual imagining as a practice to make meaning of the “compelling, dynamic, and utterly strange”
inconsistencies of everyday life.61
Activist Adrienne Maree Brown begins her self-help book Emergent Strategy by
explaining that “emergent strategy” is a shift in “the way we see and feel the world and each
other.” Furthermore, she urges that “if we begin to understand ourselves as practice ground for
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transformation, we can transform the world.” Brown offers the following advice to decolonial
instigators to manifest change through intentional actions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Goal setting/intention
Invite the right people
Individual participant articulation
A living agenda
Listen with love
Know when to say yes and when to say no
Don’t hover
What you gonna do?

Furthermore, Brown affirms that it is important to move away from the rhetoric of the academy
into action that is motivated by revolutionary intention and rooted in a critical understanding of
history. To resist hegemonically assigned narratives, Brown suggests we develop strategic bodies
and minds that can adapt intelligently to change as it occurs.62 Given the complexity but
interwoven nature of the systems that dominate our lives, I believe adaptive tools that can
accommodate the paradoxes of embodiment are necessary. Like Syms, she offers ritual as a
method to facilitate and practice transformation.63
Based on non-existent tradition, Tarot has been attributed to just about every culture
which proves its propensity to be adapted for particular purposes. Acclaimed Chilean filmmaker
Alejandro Jodorowsky’s book The Way of Tarot: the Spiritual Teacher in the Cards explains the
vague the origins of the word ‘tarot’ which could be “Egyptian (tar: way; ro, rog: royal;
Indo-Tartar (tan-tara: zodiac); Hebrew (torah: law), Latin (rota: wheel; orat: speak); Sanskrit (tat:
the whole; tar-o: fixed stars); Chinese (tao: the indefinable principle) and so forth.” He asserts
that the tarot is a chameleon. It functions as only a tool to stimulate the intellect and creativity.
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At its best, tarot is an adaptive tool for ritual play that encourages learning and unlearning and
for this reason I am interested in its potential to imagine decolonial realities.64
The symbolism of the ensō appears in a particular Tarot deck I would like to draw upon.
Serendipitously while researching for this thesis, my mother bought for me from a thrift store an
original Motherpeace tarot deck by Vicki Noble and Karen Vogel published in 1981.
Motherpeace was the first published round-shaped tarot deck, as opposed to traditional
rectangular cards which symbolically reinscribe modernity’s power as the ability to categorize,
put into boxes and thus exert control over.65 In Rituals and Practices with the Motherpeace
Tarot, one of several accompanying publications to the deck, Noble reasonably questions the
potential to create a better world through spiritual practice given that there are “remote and
anonymous minds behind the global markets making decisions that are affecting all of us
everyday and in every way.”66 Motherpeace acknowledges that the material existence that arises
from the coloniality of being, power and knowledge manifests as the inability for us as
individuals to control the basic realities of our lives. Motherpeace, as a practice and as an
ideology, opposes itself to the agendas of racial modernity and liberal feminism by engaging an
intersectional lens to represent and reimagine the world.
Principally, Motherpeace is transformational because of its inherent disruption to
hegemony and encouragement “to self-authorize, to put yourself at the center of your knowledge,
which is where you belong.”67 Yet, this deck adapts and re-appropriates pre-existing symbols and
relies on the utilization of intergenerational systems and understandings of being. Noble and
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Vogel began work on the Motherpeace in the mid-1970’s and its continued usage today is a
testament to their understanding that “no matter what our individual circumstances in real life,
we belong - in the absolute sense - to a worldwide movement of solidarity among women of all
races, classes, and nation-states” which is visually represented in the multiplicity of
pre-patriarchal cultures referenced in the 78-card deck.68 By considering the Emperor, the
Hierophant and the Devil cards from the Motherpeace tarot in conversation with the colonial
history recalled in this thesis, I have gained a deeper understanding of coloniality and the
liberatory potential of decoloniality. What I hope to be understood by this example is how “the
force of the Emperor is used to carry out the laws of the Hierophant, and the system created for
this purpose is represented by the Devil.”69 I am interested in how this deck can be used
ritualistically as a tool for reflection and transformation.
The first card, the Emperor, functions as a tool to understand the relationships between
nations and the ideologies that inform their power.
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Noble explains in Motherpeace: A Way to the Goddess through Myth, Art and Tarot that
traditionally in tarot the Emperor represents a symbol of Patriarchy in its active form,
representing “the King, the patriarch, the boss. Sometimes a glyph of fatherhood, he is always an
authority figure seeking to establish control and dominance.”70 Sat upon a throne, the Emperor
mounts nature by way of logic. The Emperor’s arms are crossed over his solar plexus and is
demonstrative of a common image we continue to observe today:

Nobles explains that this represents a “separating off” from emotions that results in periodical
eruptions into “aggression, war, anger, and oppression of those ‘beneath’ him. He is the epitome
of a four-year-old child whose temper tantrums abound with the affirmations: ‘I, me, mine.’”71
Ultimately, the Emperor card represents the triumph in the separation of the human mind from
Nature, the cause of the alienation found in our current world’s iteration.
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The second image from the three card spread is the Hierophant. Noble explains that
traditionally in the tarot, the Hierophant represents a paternal religious figure that works with the
Emperor to provide “spiritual authority for the martial law imposed over the empire.”

In our world as it is today, Noble explains that embodied expressions of the Hierophant can be
observed in “any officer of an orthodoxy who transmits its prevailing beliefs and attempts to
adjust people to them.”72 The imagery utilized in the artwork for this deck’s depiction works to
represent the how patriarchal power requires the repression of what Noble calls the “free spirit.”
In the Motherpeace deck, the Hierophant depicts the repression of women through the co-option
of feminine symbols and rites that have been corrupted for the purposes of empire. The imperial
agenda, a calling-card of patriarchy, can further be observed in the soldier behind the Hierophant
with raised swords symbolic of the violent, colonizing force used throughout history to ‘convert’
people to new religions and dominate land. Behind the soldier is another symbol of interest. The
dammed flow of water represents how emotional power and knowledge has been undermined
and disputed by the patriarchal prioritization of logic. Noble says that “the Hierophant represents
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this dualistic view of the light-skinned Indo-Aryan invaders who imposed their leadership upon
the darker-skinned indigenous peoples living in India, the Middle East, Africa and later upon
those in the Americas and the South Seas, dividing the world into ‘good and bad’ - light and
dark, male and female, spirit and matter.”73 Noble explains “that the ‘perpetual War’ of
patriarchy is ‘waged primarily on a psychic and spiritual plane.’”74 The ritualistic usage of Tarot
can restore these as a sites of legitimate and valuable knowledge production.
The final card from the spread is the Devil. Noble explains that the “devil” is a concept
invented by religious patriarchs to rationalize the killing of “witch”-healers and is associated
with Pan, a hooved god of the forest symbolic of an embodiment of nature and a positive male
sexuality.75

In the Motherpeace deck, the Devil image symbolizes the ‘bondage model’ of social
organization as we still see manifested in our world today constricted by the economic system of
capitalism. This organizational societal formation is represented in the pyramid shaped-hierarchy
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which shows five levels of how “everyone in the hierarchical set-up is in chains; the differences
are only in where they sit, or stand, or kneel.” The five levels are as follows from top to bottom:
1.
Represents the “Big Man”, or the system of Patriarchy.
2.
Represents the “immediate subordinates, who maintain their status by doing his
bidding”
3.
Represents the soldiers and nobility enacting “war.”
4.
Represents “peace”, which includes “racism and slavery- the catering by some of
the population to the ‘needs’ of a few white men in the upper echelons.”
5.
Represents the portrayal of women as at “the bottom” and “instead of the ancient
daughter/mother/crone of the Goddess, we now have (from left to right) Daddy’s good
girl, Daddy’s bad girl and Daddy’s cast-off hag.”76
Interestingly, the choice to include the clock at the top of the structure represents a bondage not
only to work, but to particular civilization’s understandings of embodiment understood in this
thesis as coloniality.
Ultimately, the Devil card “represents the repression of this free spirit by Church and
State, to which it poses a threat to authority and order. Any release of this Spirit, whether
inadvertent or intentional, is considered either sinful or criminal, punishable by God or the
secular ‘authorities.’”77 The gray-brown backdrop symbolizes the “loser-winner” mentality that
manifests violence as an extreme reaction to the servitude and lack of meaning represented by
the Devil card. These “‘unexpected’ and always misunderstood” events are observable today in
American news in tragic examples of mass shootings. Identity-based violence stems from the
ideologically-selfish and spiritually-detrimental disavowal of shared Nature propagated by
modernity’s patriarchal imperialism. With increasing action by the Military Industrial Complex,
many people feel even more out of control to what’s happening around them. In 1981, Noble
offered the arms race as an embodiment of this card which can be traced into the present day
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between Trump and Kim Jong-un of North Korea and their ongoing comparison of “who has the
bigger button?”
These cards as interpreted and presented by Motherpeace function as critical tools to
reconcile the traumas of our global history and imagine possible alternative futures. Noble
explains that everyday repercussions of proclaiming “No!” begins to break us out of the bondage
system which differently imbues us with power and meaning in a global matrix imposed by
modernity. The proclamation “No!” releases the energy of domination’s continuous
intergenerational demands for “Yes.” To proclaim “No!” “requires courage and conviction, a
strong belief in Self, and an impulse toward freeing the wild spirit within. This simple, even
limited protest or boycott sets up a chain-reaction that can be felt by the entire being. When this
activity or saying “no!” to what is happening is enacted on a group level people begin to feel the
potential power that exists for change. The forces of the Devil card- the powers that be- may
throw us in jail for civil disobedience or react with physical brutality, but the shared focus of the
group, the collective knowledge of doing what is right, sets up a very powerful vibration of
energy that moves out into the world beyond the immediate situation and effects other change.”78
The hope of offered by the Devil card is the possibility to be excoriated in its numerous
incarnations and offer an opportunity to evolve.
You do not have to be identified as white to support white Supremacy and you do not
have to be identified as a Person of Color to support decoloniality. What is the perceived
difference when someone like Noble, a white woman, makes the claim for “the wild spirit
within” and someone whose ancestors had been dehumanized on the basis of modernity’s
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ascription of savagery? As a queer, Black Buddhist Zenju Earthlyn Manuel offers a particularly
interesting perspective on the challenge presented to us by US conceptions of race, sexuality and
gender. She says “to acknowledge our pain is to recognize the complexity of our bodies as both
the place in which we forge meaning for our lives, and the location within which we catalyze
liberation.”79 She argues that oppression can be leveraged as the fuel for spiritual awakening and
function as a tool to unlearn the psychologically manipulative tendencies of social identities
informed by biological myths-turn-institutional law. Zenju Earthlyn Manuel reminds us that
“bodies exist so that we can engage in the experience of life: trauma, healing, generational joy,
tenderness to trust, to submit oneself to the wholeness of the universe.” The cognizant
recognition that there is a natural multiplicity to be observed in life’s diverse embodiments led
me to the stark realization that as human beings we are all endowed with meaning that
systematically privileges some and deadly differentiates others. Noble expresses the importance
of developing the ability to hold yourself in each present moment to practice the reclamation of
personal power that can lead to intense spiritual healing.80 With a shared commitment to
unlearning the logic of racial modernity, women like Noble and Manuel engage in a decolonial
politic that embraces multiplicity and that makes space for intercultural and intergenerational
dialogue and imagining that the project of decoloniality requires.81
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“For All Beings” by Zenju Earthlyn Manuel (2010)

May all beings be cared for and loved,

Feel welcomed anywhere on the planet,

Be listened to, understood and
acknowledged despite different views,

Be freed from acts of hatred and desperation
including war, poverty, slavery, and street
crimes,

Be accepted for who they are in this
moment,

Live on the planet, housed and protected
from harm,

Be afforded patience,
Be allowed to live without fear of having
their lives taken away or their bodies
violated.

Be given what is needed to live fully, without
scarcity,
Enjoy life, living without fear of one
another,

May all beings,
Be well in its broadest sense,

Be able to speak freely in a voice and mind
of undeniable love.

Be fed,

May all beings,

Be clothed,

Receive and share the gifts of life,

Be treated as if their life is precious,

Be given time to rest, be still, and experience
silence.

Be held in the eyes of each other as family.
May all beings,
Be appreciated,

May all beings,
Be awake.
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CONCLUSION

◦
The first two chapters grounded this mediation on liberatory futures in the history of US
imperialism in the Philippines. This example was not intended to be a totalizing substitute to
understand modernity’s application globally but rather trace a particular trajectory of coloniality
personal and relevant to me and my understanding and healing. The intention of this thesis was
twofold: to unmask modernity’s embodiment of power and knowledge in the first chapter and its
link to coloniality in the second chapter. Unfortunately, there are countless examples of atrocities
from history that linger in our present day. The answers to our liberation cannot be found in a
restoration of an imagined “pre-coloniality.”
In Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination, Robin D.G. Kelley defines
“utopia” as a place that exists only in our imaginations, a type of “nowhere.” Kelley so
eloquently connects his academic work and political engagement to his mother’s belief that “the
map to a new world is in the imagination, in what we see in our third eyes rather than in the
desolation that surrounds us.” Freedom must first be dreamed because “unless we have the space
to imagine and a vision of what it means to fully realize our humanity, all the protests and
demonstrations in the world won’t bring about our liberation.”82 Kelley’s mother reminds us that
despite the horrid histories of heritages dominated by the colonialities of power, knowledge and
being, we mustn’t live as victims. We must call back our power and harness it in our collective
82
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solar plexus to experience embodiment as we are, and with intention we can become liberated
from the domination imposed by coloniality a little more everyday. We must embrace our place
amongst all life as a family that has inherited the Earth from one generation to the next.
For as much anger as I have, it also manifests as a fiery excitement. The entirety of my
intention with this thesis is represented by the concluding poem “For All Beings” by Zenju
Earthlyn Manuel.83 Since Summer 2017, I have meditated on what liberatory futures for
decolonized pasts entitles. So why is the title “dystopian paradise”? Because we are still very
much in the post/colonial material world. And this world is still unpleasant. But “paradise,” like
the utopia described by Kelley, only exists in and is limited by our imaginations. While both
these states of being are imagined and seemingly contrary, I believe it is somewhere in between
them this thesis exists. For all we wish to change in the external world, I believe we can begin by
doing the work internally. I have concluded that revolutionary subjectivity is the total
acknowledgement of a common humanity shared amongst all people. We must recognize how
coloniality has taken root in our lives and act accordingly to imagine the world anew.
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